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A Transplanted Dane Looks
Back on 80 Years
by LUDVIGCHRISTIANMOSBJEK
INTRODUCTION
Ludvig Christian Mosb~k (1855-193B) was one of the
founding fathers of Askov , Minnesota . Coming to the
Danish colony when it was called Partridge, he took active
part in establishing its church , school , creamery , and first
cooperative . But , above all, he was a skilled nurseryman. He
created a market for wild ferns , brought in the stock of
various trees hardy enough for the northern climate , raised
perennials and evergreens from seeds , and introduced
rutabagas to the American market. For some years he combined farming with a nursery business, but gradually gave all
his attention to his Ferndale nursery , for which he built a
large greenhouse in 1930, Mrs. Mosbt:Ek became known as
"the Mother of Askov. "
In 1935 Mosbcek wrote "A Transplanted Dane Looks
Back on 50 Years, " subsequently translated from the Danish
by his granddaughter, Edith Kilgren , with assistance from
Laina Molbt:Ek. His Danish period , when he worked as a
barefoot herdboy (almost caught in a battle between Danish
and German soldiers) and later as a gardener student at a
large estate (given such poor quarters that "a small open
gutter ran through our bedroom to drain away the liquid
manure from the two cows "), makes absorbing reading. The
son of a schoolmaster , he also wrote well of his military
service and membership in a rifle club organized for patriotic
reasons and for le.arning "how to shoot the Germans. "
After soldiering , Mosbcek returned to the nursery he
had started in Stovring. He went into seed production and
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set up a nursery and training school at the same time he
became active in a cooperative and a voters' organization.
But, as he notes, "we came on harder times toward the last of
the 1880s; so many of the agents and retail buyers of seeds
either forgot or could not pay bills. Since I had started from
scratch and had no savings, it ended up that I had to declare
bankruptcy.
This was when I decided to emigrate to
America. I had, of course, read a lot, both directly and
indirectly, about the new country and its opportunities." He
thought it best, however, to leave his wife Stine and their six
children (the eldest only six years old) behind until he had
looked over those opportunities. He looked first in Chicago.
Years later he would write, "Now after leaving Denmark so
many years ago, I've come to realize that there was room
for everyone, and many more, and maybe my children and I
would have been better off, culturally and economically if I
had stayed in Denmark. " Many immigrants made similar
statements.
Here follow excerpts from Mosb~k's recollections,
abridged and edited by Olga Strandvold Opfell.
The Trip to America
When I first thought about emigrating to America I
wrote to various places and people. For several years I had
been a member of the Danish Folk Society in America. It had
branches here and there, and from a Iittle membership
periodical I got their addresses. I wrote and told a bit about
myself and my training asked for information about conditions and employment possibilities. I got many answers. The
one that most appealed to me was from Jens Thomsen in
Chicago, a brother-in-law of Kristian Ostergaard at Stovring
Folk High School. I felt that maybe this large city offered
greater opportunities than any other place in America.
I therefore bought a ticket from a Hamburg shipping
line. I arrived in New York on June S, 1891, and two or three
days later I was in Chicago. On the trip I had the company of
Niels Jensen, a baker from Stovring. Before we boarded the
ship in Hamburg, we had to buy plates and spoons. We then
showed up at mealtime with our bowls and were ladled up
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Ludvig Mosbrek, about 1930.

our portion of soup or whatever was served. It was not
always so appetizing, but we were not fussy and soon found
ourselves satisfied. We discovered, however, that by
handing a 25 pfennig through the window into the kitchen
we could get a portion of very good food, but we did not
have too many of these coins.
Chicago Newcomer
In Chicago we found a Danish hotel, and the morning
after my arrival I was off to see if I could find my way
around. I had gotten the address of a Pastor Kirkeberg. He
accompanied me over to Jens Thomsen's house. Thomsen
found work for me with a gardener, Karl Jorgensen. I met
-41-

him the next morning and agreed on a salary of $20 a month
plus room and board. Later that fall I sent tickets to my wife
and children. From Aalborg to Chicago the cost was $56.
My first job for Jorgensen was on Prairie Avenue and
43rd Street. A group of Danes frequently took a trip out to
Lake Michigan on Sunday afternoons or evenings. On our
first Sunday, Jorgensen invited Niels Jensen and me to come
for a boat ride and swim. We then rowed out and had a
good swim. Back on shore, some policemen were waiting for
us, and we were promptly put into a wagon or "salad bowl."
After a fast ride we were clapped in jail. We sat there until
we got a message to some acquaintances to come down to
free us. But we had to show up at the police station the next
morning. I did not understand a word of all that was said.
Each of us ended up paying $7. That was my first
acquaintance with the police.
Karl Jorgensen also had a small farm out on 5th Street,
where I was sent. I was lodged with a neighbor, where I was
given a bed in an outbuilding beside the chicken house. I
could not fall asleep; something was itching and crawling.
When I complained the next morning, I was told that that
something was chicken lice. I was then given other
quarters.
We raised sweet corn, tomatoes, and all kinds of other
vegetables on this farm. The more affluent from the city
would drive out to the farm to buy their fresh vegetables. I
I understood the names of the vegetables by then and filled
the orders. I also understood when the customers asked
when they could next come and get their produce. I would
take out my pocket watch and show them (on there) when
they could come. I bought a Danish-English dictionary and
newspapers and in that manner started teaching myself the
new language. I attended night school in Chicago for the
next three winters. I began at the beginning - c-a-t, cat.
I got work through the winter with a contractor who
was building roads in a new development, where I was to
load up the wagons with dirt. I then heard about a 52-acre
farm with a small house that was for rent out on 85th Street
and Anthony A venue. I got someone to help me with the
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negotiations, agreeing to pay $200 a year rent, and with that,
moved out in March 1892, and started plowing. I managed
to acquire a pair of old horses, an old plow and harrow, plus
a one-horse spring cart. I plowed, sowed, and laid out a few
hotbeds in which I planted lettuce and other vegetables.
The Flood
When May rolled around, the rains started. I read in a
newspaper that someone had predicted rain for 25 days that
month. To see if this prediction was correct, I made
notations. It actually rained 28 days in May .The 511/2 acres
I had rented stood under muddy water, with just the little
knoll, on which the house stood, remaining above water. I
caught fish in the hotbeds where the lettuce lay drowned,
and I nailed together some boards and poled myself out over
the fields I had so hopefully sowed and planted. There were
two reasons why I stayed. I had no other place to go, and I
had no money.
The Hailstorm
Eventually the water receded. I had to sell one horse to
get money for seeds. Working with one horse, I managed to
get a good variety of vegetables planted. The first of August
arrived, and the radishes, plus a few other vegetables, were
about ready for the market. Then came a massive hailstorm
that flattened everything level with the ground.
When the hailstorm had passed, I took hold once more
and managed to grow enough, before the frost arrived, to
buy potatoes to keep my family alive over the winter. I also
bought an old horse. To earn some more cash I hauled
manure throughout the winter. We were bound to get more
cash the next year, the year of the World's Fair, if only we
could get a good crop. The one horse I had recently bought
died just before Christmas, so the manure hauling project fell
apart. With only one horse available, not much was planted
the next spring.
High and Low Prices
In 1893, the World's Fair was a reality, and prices were
high. I could drive into town in that old cart with a small
supply of produce every day that summer and come home
with 15 or 25 dollars in my pocket. My recovery proceeded
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until I had acquired two good horses, two good wagons, and
also had made a small addition to my house. As more
children arrived, I had to have hired help living with us.
I hauled manure the whole next winter, four big loads a
day. I gathered it up wherever I could find it next to barns,
without first getting permission. That was the custom, and in
fact I sometimes was paid to haul the dung away.
We had an excellent crop the following summer. A
picture from that time shows me with five wagons loaded
with vegetables ready to be driven into town. Niels Jensen
sits on the bench of one of the loads. It was the year after the
World's Fair, and prices were low. We would bring home
from eight to ten dollars for a large load that required two
horses to pull. A similar load would have brought in at least
$200 the year before. The flood in 1892 was the reason why
we didn't get rich in 1893.
Time of Crisis
With the closing of the fair, depressed times set in, not
only in Chicago but over much of America. There was a big
strike in Chicago, the so-called Pullman Strike. The strikers
stopped all commerce into Chicago, halting the trains,
upending the rail cars and then setting them on fire. We
could see the fires here and there. Buildings from the fair and
whole trains were burned and we couldn't travel through the
streets without a permit slip from the strikers. For a few days
Chicago was taken over by soldiers, and cannons were
installed on some street comers. We got premium prices for
our produce during those few days the city was paralyzed by
the strike.
Our fields were flooded again the following summer.
Drainage was a constant problem because the land was low
lying and flat as a pancake. When the rains came, we had to
limit our crops to our household needs so that we could
remain alive. We kept hoping that if only we could have a
good year we could move from there. But first we needed
enough money set aside to buy something of our own out in
the country.
We finally had a good year when we sold nearly $11,000
worth of produce. Half of this amount was left after
-44-

expenses. That was a lot of money compared to Danish
values. Unfortunately the next year we were so badly
flooded out that we hit rock bottom. That is the way it went,
up and down, until the fall of 1903.

I Join a Church
Adam Dan was the pastor for the small Danish
congregation not far from where we lived in South Chicago.
At a general meeting held after the service one Sunday, I
asked if I could become a member.
'How much will you give?" asked the chairman of the
congregation. I replied that 'my total cash balance that day
was one dollar. I handed it right over and became an instant
member. We of ten visited in Adam Dan's home as well as
with coal handler Christophersen, who lived close to the
church. He was president of the Danish Folk Society branch
in Sou th Chicago.
1

We also got together with other good Danish men and
women. Adam Dan's first wife died in Sou th Chicago, and
later he was transferred to another congregation. After some
years he was again assigned to South Chicago, to the Danish
congregation at 39th Street and Dearborn Avenue. We then
joined that church, and eventually I became the president of
the church council. I was voted in as a delegate to the synod's
annual meeting in Racine, Wisconsin in 1901. An episode
from that meeting is memorable:
Women's Rights in the Church

When the delegates had been registered, it . was
discovered that one congregation had sent a woman
delegate. Rasmus Vestergaard, who was president of the
synod and also president of Grand View seminary and folk
school in Des Moines, Iowa, protested her acceptance. I
stood up and advocated equal rights for men and for
women. After all, I was representing a congregation that
consisted mostly of hired girls. I gave Vestergaard some
powerful arguments, but when the votes were counted, only
one other man had voted with me. The female delegate was
therefore denied the right to represent her congregation.
-45-
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The Blacks
When the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church was first
built at 39th and Dearborn, the neighborhood was predominantly Danish. But gradually the blacks became the
majority. Most of the Danes had already moved further out
into South Chicago when I was president of the church
council. One day I was visited by a delegation from a black
congregation. They didn't have a church of their own and
wanted to rent our church when we weren't using it,
preferably on Sunday evenings. Since I thought their request
sounded reasonable and offered us one way of showing
mission work, I promised to recommend the proposal at our
next council meeting. It didn't go as smoothly as I had
hoped. The idea met resistance from the minister and several
council members. However, I did get a majority vote for the
proposal. When later the blacks offered to buy the church,
resistance was again strong, especially from the man who
had most vigorously opposed the rental request. With
piestistical concern he said it was the south side's Danish
church and it shouldn't be sold to the blacks.
A few years later, after I had moved from the Chicago
area and the indignant member had also moved out of the
church's neighborhood, he was willing to go along and voted
for selling the church. The Danish church then built further
south by South Park.
Pastor Dan's Wedding
In 1902 Pastor Dan married one of the congregation's
young women, Marie, who became a faithful helpmate. In
my capacity as president of the church council, I was
persuaded to be best man at the wedding. But Dan felt I
wasn't really showing proper respect when I turned up
without gloves.
Highway Robbers
My brother Martinus kept cows and sold milk in South
Chicago. More correctly, I sold his milk for him since I was
more fluent in English. Having heard about Chicago's
gangsters, I decided that foresight would be better than
hindsight and bought a revolver. I always carried it in my
overcoat pocket when I drove back and forth. But one day it
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rained, and I wore my raincoat. As I was driving home, I
noticed two men on the road ahead and said to myself,
"They will probably ask me for a ride."
The moment I drove up next to them, one man grabbed
the horse's bridle while the other pointed a revolver in my
face and demanded, "Hands up," and 'Got down."
I obeyed immediately. He felt through all my pockets
and took my watch and my money purse. He weighed the
purse in his hand before putting it in his pocket. I could see
he was well satisfied.
"It's pretty heavy but seems to be mostly nickels," he
said, "Step in and get moving."
The whole incident took but a few seconds. It was the
quickest deal I ever handled. There was no haggling. If I had
had the revolver in my hand, I am sure the robbers would
have shot first, with my life ending then and there.
The Police Arrest the Whole Work Force
One day, either in 1894 or 1895, when we came home
from work, two policemen were waiting to arrest all of us,
except my wife and children. We were not even allowed to
put the horses into the barn. They marched us to the nearest
street corner and telephoned to the South Chicago police
station for a paddy wagon. We protested and tried to joke
them in Danish, but they did not understand us. They
harshly demanded that we shut up.
They then drove off with our whole crew, six or eight
men. We were herded into a room at the police station,
where we sat for a full hour until I lost my patience and asked
to get in touch with a lawyer. I was not allowed to do so.
After a while we were free to go. We got no explanation as to
why we were arrested. I tried to explain that it was a long
way home, but we had to walk there.
I related the whole episode to friends the next day. I felt
I was entitled to compensation or an apology in some way or
another. These friends then helped me to work out and
present a protest to the police. After some time I received a
notice to appear at the main police station.
The night before I was to appear, a bullet was shot
through the window of my house. My wife's sister Maren
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was sleeping under that window. It was believed that the
police had been there to scare us and had fired the shot. We
did meet at the station according to plan but understood
very little of what was said or decided and therefore got no
satisfaction out of the complaint.
A Cow is Stolen
One day when I arrived home with a load of manure, I
saws a large gathering of many women and children in addition to two policemen assembled outside my house. As I
calmly started to unload the manure out on the field, a
policeman came over to watch n1e. I paid no attention to him
but kept on working. I had gotten part of my morning's load
at a poultry slaughter house and there were traces of blood
on the wagon. The policeman spoke up, "This must be the
wagon in which the cow was driven to town?"
I had no idea what he was talking about so I didn't
answer him. When I was through unloading, I drove back to
the house to see what was going on. It was then explained to
me that a cow had been stolen the night before and that the
head and legs had been found in my pasture that morning.
The police were looking for the wagon that supposedly had
carried away the carcass. They searched the house and barn
and asked my wife if we weren't going to have soup for
supper. They gave up pursuing the matter, but it wasn't
forgotten.
Field Thievery
It was very common to have produce stolen from the
fields both day and night. Occasionally women and children
who came walking past would fill either a basket or a sack.
One year I had about five acres of horseradish growing quite
a distance from the house .. A couple of men made a habit of
stealing the horseradish in the middle of the day. One day
just as we were sitting down to our noon meal a hired man
came in and announced, "Now they are in the horseradish
again I"
I had four hired men. We tried to surround the thieves
and cut off the road to South Chicago. Two of us had guns
and followed the thieves all the way into South Chicago.
One of them got away from us by darting in between some
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buildings, but we caught the other one and marched him to
the police station. When I presented my complaints to the
officer in charge by first giving my name and address, he
blurted out, "Oh, so you are the one who stole that cow last
year and butchered it out in the pasture!"
He then took my statement and arranged for me to meet
with the man I was leasing my property from, a lawyer who
represented me in court. I remember he used in my defense
the argument that because of the many theft episodes I
wasn't in a position to pay him my rent.
I Shoot a Boy
I employed a group of Polish boys, girls, and women to
help with the weeding and harvesting of vegetables. The
younger boys complained that the two big boys collected
dues from them. They were forced to pay one cent a day or
they would get a beating. On hearing that, I fired the big
boys. After this, they would regularly come every day, walk
across the fields, filling their baskets with vegetables, and
then vanish before I could catch them.
One day when I saw them out in the fields, I outwitted
them by cutting them off on the road to South Chicago. I
took another road and waited for them where they had to
cross the railroad tracks on their way back to the city. When
they got there, I asked them to stop, but they ran. So I fired a
hail of shot after them. I then went directly to the police
station and made out a warrant, wherein I stated that the
boys had stolen from me on Monday, Tuesday, and
Wednesday.
The next morning I went to the police court. One of the
boys said that they had not stolen anything on Monday, but
that Mr. Mosb~k had shot his comrade. Whereupon the
judge said, "Oh, so it was only on Tuesday and Wednesday
that you stole, and there is no doubt that Mosb~k shot at
you, though that is not the point. I will let you go this time
with that scare. If you never again bother Mr. Mosb~k he
may report you back here without giving proof. You can go
now.
After the boys had left, a policeman informed me that
officers had had to pick buckshot out of the boy's seat after
arresting the pair.
_ 49 _
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Karl Jorgensen Shoots a Thief

In the meantime Karl Jorgensen had moved his truck
farm farther south. He too was plagued with field thefts,
especially sweet corn and melons. One day he hid among the
cornstalks and, only wanting to scare them, he shot one of
the thieves. On toward evening an unruly crowd formed
close to his house. Karl became frightened and fled. In the
middle of the night he arrived at our house in his stocking
feet. He was exhausted after having run about seven miles.
He remained with us for a few days and then moved back to
Denmark.
The Emigrants

Many Danes emigrated to Chicago and when they
couldn't find work, many would come out to me on 85th
Street. I could find work for most of them during the
summer. Some of them were from Stovring, including one
man who had been a shoemaker when I left there. He had in
fact sewed boots for me. He worked for me for one whole
summer, despite the fact that it was a poor growing season
because of too much rain. When fall arrived, I was left with
an oversupply of white cabbage, which I sold to the shoemaker and Jens Thomsen. They promised to pay me for
them as soon as they got them sold. I lent them a horse and a
wagon, and they did get the cabbages sold. But they forgot
to pay me. I got my horse and wagon back but not my
money. I thought that was a bit too much. I had paid the
shoemaker in room and board and wages to help me with my
crops and he had the cabbages besides. He only laughed at
me when I demanded payment. I was so cross that I took out
a subpoena against him to take him to court for payment.
The day after the subpoena he married a German girl. Now
that he had a family, I didn't feel I could have him arrested.
There were many newcomers whom my wife and I
enjoyed very much. Members of the young people's groups
from both the south and the west sides of Chicago often
came and visited me on Sundays, and some even came out
on winter evenings.
A Faithful Worker

Among those who worked for me was an older man
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named Soren Rorl~ger. He was a drainage specialist and a
hard worker. After a time he said, "Let me have the horse
and wagon. I will try and sell the leftover vegetables on my
way home.
He got the horse and wagon and came back with the
money. This operation went smoothly for a long time until
one fine day when neither Soren nor the wagon returned. I
sent someone out to look for him. He found the horse and
wagon, but Soren had spent the money on drink. I didn't
see him again until the next spring when he came running up
to me in town and asked, "You won't by any chance take me
back to work for you, will you 7"
Yes, you may come tomorrow ," I answered.
Martinus Fensholdt
In 1894 or 1895, a Danish man came and asked for
work. He looked rather dejected, and I thought to myself
that he probably wouldn't amount to anything. But I was
willing to try him out for a new days. Martinus Fensholdt
took over the job of driving the horses and stayed with me
for ten years.
He came out from the prairies. He and his sister had
stayed on their farm through the depression years until they
were half starved. He had bundled hay and straw for fuel
during the winters. It was terribly cold, and they • finally
abandoned the farm and came to Chicago. He was a quiet,
calm man who did very little talking, but was as dependable
and faithful a worker as one could want. He was one of my
salesmen for eight years. He married after taking a trip to
Denmark and then became a conductor on a streetcar in
Chicago.
The Neighbors' Cows
Our neighbors in Chicago were not peace-loving. They
let their cows into my fields of white cabbage. Though I
complained a few times, nothing changed. One day I drove
all their cows over into my yard. As the saying goes in
Denmark, I took them to my house. I then sent one of my
workers to tell the police to come and get the cows.
The policeman arrived, then a whole flock of women
and children. They spoke -only Polish, which I did not under11

11
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stand. But I did understand that they wanted their cows
back. The policeman thought I should let them pay for the
damages, but I told him I did not want the money. I wanted
them to understand that they had to keep their cows out of
my fields. He again insisted I let them pay for damages. So at
last I said that if they would deposit ten dollars they could
take their cows. If they kept their cows off my land for the
rest of the summer, they could have their ten dollars back.
Then the weeping and wailing began. Their husbands had no
jobs and they had no money. I stuck to my demands and
finally one of the women yanked up her skirt and pulled a
ten dollar bill out of her stocking. They got their cows, and
the woman got her ten dollars back that fall.
Sunday work
Since we always had to have fresh vegetables for our
steady customers on Monday mornings, it was necessary for
us to make preparations on Sunday mornings. My regular
workers were expected to meet then too. They first attended
morning mass and then came right from church in their finest
outfits. Off would come their finery, and rags were pulled on
for work. Then, when they were finished, it was back into
their Sunday best again. Otherwise, for everyday, they
would usually come in their bare feet from the first of April
until the middle of November, exactly as I did as a boy in
Stovring.
Onarga, Illinois
In the fall of 1903, I was asked to come to Onarga,
Illinois. About 4,000 acres of sweet corn for canning were
under cultivation there and L. C. Risser, the owner, had
plans to can various other vegetables, such as peppers,
horseradish, celery, onions, and cabbage. He asked if I
would come down and raise these vegetables for him. I was
not ready to make that commitment, however, and traveled
home again. A short time later I went back. Risser said,
"Chicago is not the place for you. You have been there now
for many years and you're flooded out every other year. I
know the · area up there; it is too low. I am going to give you
paper and a pen and I want you to sit down and write under
what conditions you will come and raise vegetables for us."
-52-

I thought to myself that I could do that much to please
him. But I would set the conditions so high that he could not
meet them. When I had finished, I told him I would take a
walk around the place while he read what I had written
down. He would furnish the land and all the working capital
and would accept all that we raised at market price. I would
expect $100 a month, and half the profits after all the
expenses had been taken care of. After I got back he said,
"You sold me! I'm taking you up on your terms."
I therefore traveled to Onarga in January, 1904, taking
my one daughter, Marie, with me to keep house. My wife
and the rest of the children stayed in Chicago for one year to
liquidate the business, with my oldest son, Gunnar, in
charge.
I immediately ordered 50 rail car loads of manure from
Chicago, bought three pair of mule horses, and one other
pair of horses, wagons and farming implements, and some
hundred hotbed windows and frames. Lastly I acquired 25
acres of land, later increasing this to 60 acres.
All of that fertilzer, of course, needed to be spread out
over the fields. The workmen at this place were not used to
that kind of work. One day one of them came up to me and
said, ! don't like to spread fertilizer every day. It smells."
When he had gone, I telephoned to Gunnar in Chicago,
"Send me a man on the first train."
The new man arrived, and the man who had
complained came up to me to protest. I told him that his
place had been taken. I got no more static from that corner.
Later that spring I managed to find some women and girls to
weed and hoe, but they were not too happy with the job. I
therefore sent word back to Chicago and got some of the
Polish women and girls who had worked for me before I
moved to Onarga. I rented a house where they could live and
make their meals. Then the Chicago women and girls
decided that they could also weed. After that, things went
smoothly until the corn was ripe and the cannery was ready
to go into operation. Risser needed people in his cannery and
talked my workers into coming there. I wasn't pleased and
told him I couldn't harvest my crops without my people. He
11
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thought I could get more people from Chicago. I could, but
only up to a point. I wanted only those who had worked for
me before. Risser promised me he wouldn't lure my people
away again and asked if I didn't want to have some greenhouses. Eventually I was sending plants over much of
America.
I planted two acres of rhubarb, five acres of asparagus,
ten acres of peas, five acres of horseradish, five acres of
cabbage, five acres in onions, five acres of canna lilies and
dahlias in addition to peppers, celery, and much more.
Something unusual now happened with the cabbages.
One fine day we read in one of Chicago's dailies that
cabbages were infested with poisonous cabbage worms. The
article was picked up by newspapers all over America, with
the result that it was almost impossible to sell cabbages that
winter. Needless to say, I sold not one cabbage.
Actually, the infestation was the ordinary rain worm
that in a damp fall crawls up between the lower cabbage
leaves. By the following year the scare had been forgotten
and people ate their cabbages as usual.
The second summer went just as smoothly as the first
until we again came to the harvest and the canning of the
sweet corn with the old problem arising. My workers
disappeared into the cannery. Answering my complaint,
Risser stated that it was of the utmost importance for him to
have the needed work force so they could harvest just as
many acres of corn every day as had been planted every day
in the spring. I answered that it was just as necessary for me
to take care of the corn I had under my control. It was fine
that I got my $100 each month, but I needed that extra
money for any possible surplus.
From the social standpoint we were strangers in
Onarga. There were no Danes when we first moved there. A
few families eventually came and then moved away again
when we left for Minnesota.
Askov on the Horizon
We read in Dannevirke that the Danish Folk Society of
America was formulating plans to establish a colony of
Danes in Partridge, Minnesota. (The colony took the name
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of Askov in 1910.) Land would be sold within the year.
There was also an old hotel which a family could take over
so that there would be a place for prospective land buyers to
get their room and board. The Society had gotten control of
(or an option to buy) a good bit of land around Partridge,
with $1 of the purchase price going to the Danish Society for
each acre. Out of this dollar, 50 cents would go to the agent
who made the sale and 35 cents towards a school and
church. There was no mention of what the last 15 cents
would be used for.
After we read this article, my wife spoke up, "You
know, this is a cooperative enterprise similar to our old one
in Denmark. I think you should go up and take a look at it. If
you like it and buy some land, see if you can't also rent the
hotel for me. Then at least we will have a place to live when
we get up there."
I immediately wrote to those in charge of land sales that
if I could get land close to the station I would come and look
at it. Since I very much wanted a nursery, it would be
necessary to be close to a railroad and station so that I could
send trees and plants around the country.
The answer was that if I would come up to Partridge I
would be allowed to have first pick of the land. I had no idea
how to begin tackling forest land, but I did know one man,
Soren Uhrenholdt, who had bought land in the Wisconsin
woods. I decided to discuss the project with him.
I took the evening train to Seeley, the closest station,
which was just an old rail car. There were no houses or
people in sight. I followed a sled track, and the first house I
came to was Soren Uhrenholt' s. I was warmly welcomed and
then started my inquiries. Uhrenholdt had moved here six
years before with $50, a wife and several children. With that
money he built a log house and began clearing the land.
The next morning he drove me to a tree-clearing camp.
There was a lot of snow and it was minus 32 degrees
Fahrenheit. When we returned, Uhrenholdt lighted a lantern,
lifted up a square trap door in the floor, and took me down
into his cellar. There he scraped out a handful of dry, goldcolored sand from the wall and said, "If the soil in Partridge
-55-

looks like this, do not be afraid to buy some land. This kind
of soil is good for growing not only potatoes but also rye,
barley, and whatever else can grow in that latitude."
I said a grateful farewell and went on to Partridge. I
arrived on the evening of February S, 1906, and found five
others who also had appointments for the same day. We met
with the agents, Kristian Duus and L. C. Pedersen, both
from Tyler, Minnesota. It was 40 degrees below zero. We
crawled into bed in the old hotel with our clothes on and our
coats on top of the quilts. The next morning we were
scheduled to go out and look at the land.
The Hinckley Fire
There were still grim reminders of the great fire of 1894.
That had been a dry year, and one day during a raging
storm, the large old virgin forests with their huge pine trees
caught fire. Four hundred and eighteen people were buried in
one grave in Hinckley, a community about 20 miles from
Partridge.
Large lumber companies came in the following year,
bought the land for 75 cents an acre, and chopped down the
best of the remaining pine trees. The hotel was built for the
loggers.
Only the smaller trees, black and dead, remained. They
were all we saw, along with the poplar, birch, and other
bushes that had grown up in the intervening 12 years. These
bushes were now 10, 12, 15 feet high and close together.
Buying Land
Six clients, two land agents, and a guide went north
along the railroad tracks. Going over an excavation area, I
kicked a clump of frozen soil loose and put it in my pocket.
When we got back to the hotel and I took out that handful of
dirt, it really did resemble the red-gold soil I had seen in
Uhrenholdt's cellar. We then headed east of the station in
single file. We took turns being first and breaking trail
through the deep snow, eventually ending up back at the
hotel. We saw nothing but frozen trees, bushes, and snow,
both lengthwise and crosswise. Every square was a section,
an English mile on each side. Thirty-six of these squares,
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numbered from one to 36, formed a township, and there was
a mark where Partridge was located.
"Now, before we begin to deal with anyone," said the
agent, "you, Mosb~k, had better let us know what land you
want, since we promised you first pick."
·
"Then I will take the 80 acres that lie just west of the
station."
"You can't have more than 60 acres there, as 20 acres
have been set aside as a site on which to build the town."
Well then, I don't want those acres."
"Well, yes, then you can have what lies just east, but there
are 240 acres that really should be sold as one piece."
"All right, then I will take those 240 acres."
I had to pay out $2 an acre as down payment, with the
rest in equal installments for the next ten years. I had savings
of about $1,000. So there went $480, which left me with
$520, a wife, 11 children, and my household belongings.
The five other clients also bought land. I contracted for
the hotel and then traveled back to Onarga and announced
to my wife that we would now be farmers and she would
manage the hotel. She traveled on ahead with the children,
except for Marie, our oldest daughter, who stayed behind to
keep house for me and our next oldest son, Sigurd. A rail car
was loaded with our furnishings, and they all landed in Partridge on March 1, 1906.
I told Mr. Risser that I had purchased land in Partridge
and intended to move up there. "If you want me to, I will
stay here another year, but I would rather leave soon and be
with my family."
Whereupon he answered that the land up there was
worthless, full of stumps and stones. "Let them go up there.
It won't be long before they come back. I want to keep you
here." I stayed until the end of the year.
Stones
I took a short trip to Partridge once during that first
summer and saw very little of my land. It was covered with
almost impenetrable underbrush. I did see some small sandstones. I wrote a short article for Dannevirke about my visit,
saying there were enough stones for foundations when we
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were ready to build our houses.
There were hundreds of stones, more or less, per acre on
our new land, fewer where the soil was more sandy. The
trouble with stones is that they can't be burned off like
bushes and trees. Nonetheless, there is a well-known saying
that where there are stones, one can count on a good yield
when the soil is properly handled.
Partridge in 1907(1)
I arrived in Partridge at the beginning of the new year,
1907. I found my wife and children comfortably settled in
the old hotel with a lively group of young men. They had
purchased land and were living at the hotel during the winter
while they cleared land and cut bushes on their future home
sites, waiting for work again to become available. They were
vigorous and intelligent, looking to the future and working
hard to lay the foundation for their new homes. This was in
contrast to so many emigrants, who spent the winters in a
roominghouse playing cards and eating up what they had
earned during the summer.
It was very interesting to have these young people living
with us. My wife had the rare ability to make a place cozy
and homelike for all. The hotel was the center for the
community. Here the newcomers assembled in the evenings
and on Sundays and on festive occasions. Here we discussed
community matters, politics, land use, and land clearing
problems. Our colony members were not always in complete
agreement on priorities of development and on how best to
go about it. Occasionally sharp verbal swords crossed, but
we wanted what was best for all.
The Danish Folk Society
In the spring of 1907, we continually discussed unification. I believed that everything should go under the name of
The Danish Folk Society, which had founded the colony and
that we raise our flag under its name. It was, after all, a true
cooperative undertaking we had established here. We should
stand behind it 100 percent. In Chicago I had been told that
the Danish Folk Society depended on us to keep it alive and
to realize its mission of gathering together the Danes in
America to transplant their culture for everyone's benefit
-58-

and happiness under Dannebrog and the Stars and Stripes.
Some were more skeptical about the Danish Folk
Society's claim of unselfishness. In the fall of 1907 we
organized a rural (landbo) association.
Questionable Motives
In the summer of 1906, when I was on my way back to
Onarga from Partridge by train, a man had told me he had
control of or owned section 18 just north of Partridge. His
offer was that if I could sell that land for him for $7 an acre, I
would get a commission of $2 an acre; in other words, I
would sell the land for $5 an acre. I promised him I would
consider the matter. We exchanged a few letters, but nothing
came of that land deal.
A year or two later I found out that our land agents had
control of section 18 and that parts of that section had been
sold for $10, some for $14 an acre, and some as high as $18.
Therefore the feeling was that we, as a group belonging to
the Danish Folk Society, needed to have one or two men on
the steering committee of that society, but this idea met with
opposition. I agitated and collected many signatures, but we
did not get a man appointed at that time. Meanwhile my
absolute confidence in the Danish Folk Society's unselfish
motives behind our cooperative undertaking was faltering.
I then wrote an article for Dannevirke on the subject. It
was never published, and I withdrew from the Danish Folk
Society.
Entertainment in the Old Hotel
When the family went to Partridge in February, 1906, I
bought a used piano for $100 and sent it along with our other
household goods. My daughter, Signe, was a good piano
player. She also set up a lending library with my books. The
congregation was already organized when I arrived in 1907,
but no minister had been called. One or the other took turns
reading the sermon every Sunday. The colony was much like
one big family. We were all just as poor and as rich as the
next ones. There were no class differences. We celebrated
lenten parties by hitting the cat out of the barrel and had
monthly or weekly birthday parties for all who turned a year
older within that time span. Whenever a newcomer arrived
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with his household goods, we would all get together to help
him hack a path through the bushes to the land he had
purchased and then help him build a little shed for
temporary shelter.
Clearing the Land
Gunnar, my oldest son, soon had a small plot of ground
cleared and plowed that first spring, where we then planted
potatoes and a few strawberries. The potatoes came up large
and delicious. Kristian Duus remarked that the strawberries
were too big for one bite. They had to be bitten in half in
order for them to get through the lips.
Clearing the land took a good deal of patience. First the
bushes and underbrush had to be hacked down and burned,
together with the dead trees that were too small for the
timber companies to bother with. Next the roots from the
large pine trees had to be dug out and burned. That was no
easy job. Many were so large that two horses couldn't budge
them. Next they had to be split, then dragged to one spot,
piled up and burned. Later on, when we managed to get
some money in hand, we would blow them up out of the
ground with dynamite. They were then split into several
smaller pieces so that they were easier to gather together.
And then we had to tackle the stones that lay on the surface.
These we would break loose with an iron bar and haul into
piles. Our hope was that eventually the highway department
would buy these stones, but in this we were disappointed
because by this time the highways were surfaced with cement
or concrete.
Finally, we could get at the land with the break plow.
One or two men would follow the plow and gather up the
stones from the furrows. I kept a record of the outlay for
clearing, destoning, and plowing a measured piece of land. It
came to about $100 an acre.
Since we used dynamite to blow the roots up out of the
ground, some large holes remained. They had to be filled
before we could plow or after we had plowed for the first
time. This we did with a scraper, a hollow iron shovel that
was pulled by two horses. The scraper had a clutch and two
handgrippers that stuck out in back. The iron clutch was .
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attached to the hand grips and was then raised a bit as the
horses pulled the scraper forward and filled the shovel.
When it was time to unload, the hand grips were lifted way
up and forward. The horses never stopped, so a lot of soil
was moved in one day. Then came the spring harrow, which
kicked up another crop of stones, along with pieces of root
that had to ·be gathered up and removed before the soil was
finally ready to be planted in either potatoes or kohlrabi.
Com for the silo was also a good crop in newly broken soil.
In 1908 I grew corn 11 feet high and got first prize at a fall
harvest fair.
There was something singularly attractive about land
clearing. At least I found it more rewarding than the actual
plowing of the soil. It is almost an honor to have had this
privilege.
The Congregation
As mentioned earlier, the congregation was already
organized that first summer of 1906, but without a
permanent minister. Meetings were held on Sundays with
one and then the other reading the sermon. When A. Bobjerg
moved to our colony, he became the spokesman at these
gatherings. Then came the question of whom to call as
permanent minister. Among those mentioned was Bobjerg.
Some complained that he was too liberal. He did not make a
sharp enough distinction between those who would go to
hell and those who would end up in heaven.
The question was settled by calling H. C. Strandskov,
who asked if there was pasture for horses and cows. No,
there wasn't. The church council finally came to me with the
problem. I had plenty of land, so I sold five acres for $250.
Actually, the deal prevented me from making a direct road
to town from my buildings.
Right from the beginning there was a movement to farm
a separate congregation for those who felt themselves in
harmony with the pietistical branch of the Lutheran church
(Indremission)
in Denmark
and America.
Through
cooperation the split was prevented.
The congregation's assessment policy came to resemble
the Hartkorn method in Denmark. To provide the easiest
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and least complicated method of securing income to cover the
expenses of the church, the council agreed to assess a firm
pledge from the members. I was not about to be a party to
this arrangement (here I was in the minority again) and
ceased making any contribution to the church. I gave
voluntarily to the synod's undertakings, but stopped being
an active member.
The church was built in 1914-15, and the final cost was
about $7,000, part of which came from contributions, the
rest through a loan.
Roads
There were few or no reg1.1lar roads in the colony in
those first years, just the old logging roads that wound their
way across the most level ground. Two roads of this kind
happened to be on the land I had purchased. It never entered
my head to forbid anyone to use these roads, even after I had
built a fence around the whole field. I then made a gate for
through traffic. Occasionally someone would forget to close
the gate and eventually I closed it off. By that time, roads
had been laid out.

Original Mosb~k home in Askov.
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Mrs. Mosb~k, hired girl, youngest son Holger, Ludvig
Mosb~k, second youngest son Hans. About 1917.

The School System
When we moved to Partridge in 1906, the school system
was part of a larger district that stretched west and about 22
miles east, right up to the Wisconsin border. I was elected to
the school board soon after I arrived and was appointed
clerk. We had our school withdrawn from the original
district and were then responsible for the territory to the
Wisconsin border until such time as schools were established
east of us several years later. In the meantime there came a
request to build a school about 20 miles east of our colony.
There were a few new settlers out that way, but only one
family with school-age children.
Rasmus Pedersen, also a school board member, and I
were therefore sent to Cloverton to discuss the situation with
these newcomers. At that time this was a two-day journey
by horse and wagon. We called a meeting that evening, and
it was requested that we build a school in a central location
among the new homes. But the father of the school-age
children protested. It was his father-in-law's property, and
he swore that if the school were built there, his children
would never attend it. The ballot results were a vote against
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the father and in favor of building a school where the
majority wanted it. We signed a contract, agreeing to build a
log schoolhouse. It did get built, the family with children
moved away, and the log house was never used as a school.
(Later, school space was leased for some years from another
newcomer and then a larger school was built. When the
depression hit, that school also had to close its doors. The
district could not afford to pay interest and principal on the
school debt. That district went bankrupt and the children
went by truck to a neighboring school.)
Bears

One time when I was out on a school-related excursion,
I was told that eight bears had been shot in the neighborhood. Another time when I was on my way home from a
school meeting, a bear ran across the road directly ahead of
me. That was the only time I ever saw a bear in its wild
environment. For several years one bear made his home in
an area six miles north of Askov, where my daughter, Signe,
lived. Several times it came directly into their house at night
and ate anything it could find that was edible on or around
the table. After the last forest fire in 1918, no bears were seen
in Pine County until 1936, when bears took several sheep
from my son Sigurd's farm, five miles west of Askov.
Our School
When the school in Askov became too small, a larger
one was built for about $6,000. The old school then had to
be sold, and as a school board member I was asked to
advertise it for sale. We received two bids, one from the
church for $300 and one from the Danish Brotherhood for
$500. I voted to accept the Brotherhood's bid and the other
board members voted to sell the building to the church.
The state of Minnesota's laws allowed each district to
have control of its program (home rule) as long as the state's
requirements were met. Among those freedoms was the right
of each district to choose which foreign language to teach.
We voted to have Danish. Our school district was consolidated in 1917. That is, more territory was added to the
district, and any schools existing in the new territory were
closed.
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The Danish Brotherhood
As early as the spring of 1907, people who were
members of the Danish Brotherhood of America were
moving into the Partridge colony. A lodge was later established after the Partridge name was changed to Askov, but I
was not a member.
Some condemned the Brotherhood as un-Christian. As
in Tyler, so in Askov, church and Brotherhood collided.
Every now and then the conflict flared up. After the
congregation purchased the small schoolhouse, it was used
for meetings that were too large for the town hall, and also
for amateur theatricals. One flareup occurred when the
Brotherhood put on a theatrical production that included the
use of a new curtain on which were printed a number of
advertisements from the town's businesses, including one
about the Brotherhood. Quickly there came an order from
the congregation that the curtain could not be used in that
assembly hall.
Some years later the Brotherhood made a request to use
the assembly hall for a dance. The answer was typically
narrow and shortsighted. Such behavior led to my joining
the Brotherhood. I now had the desire to see how it really
was.
At one time the Brotherhood invited Johan Skjoldborg,
one of Denmark's most popular authors, to Askov. He gave
a heartwarming lecture, for which some of Askov' s most
prominent men were conspicuous by their absence. But all
who heard him were much intrigued by his message. Skjoldborg stayed at our home. Later the Brotherhood invited J.
Christian Bay to lecture in Askov.
In Retrospect
When I look back on my life, I seem to have always had
the need to get things going. I could get many people
working and could put a lot of money into circulation, but
money never found a place in my pocket or in my savings
account.
I am thankful for having helped lay the foundation for a
little colony of Danes in America that has won respect
economically and culturally far beyond Minnesota's border.
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I did this in spite of the fact that I was often in the
minority, and was probably a bit before my time. I was
always critical. No person, however, is competent to judge
whether his actions are wise or foolish.
My 30 years in Askov were admittedly a time of
conflict. People came here from every district in Denmark,
and many had lived in many different areas and states in
America. We all brought our own peculiar and distinct ideas
and opinions. Each brought his own "nisse" with him, and
each of these imps was different.

FOOTNOTE
1 In a letter to Arnold Bodtker, Edith Kilgren writes: "It may be hard to

understand why the MosbcEks left a good job in Illinois for the rigors
of untamed land in the harsh Minnesota climate, but as my mother
wrote in her family tree book, they longed for the folk school atmosphere they had experienced in Stovring, Denmark, and the companionship and stimulation of like-minded Danes. Here was the chance to
help create such a community."
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